Excerpts from The Chronicle of the Logothete 
About Islamic History and Religion 
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33. Abraham 


Abraham was already in his sixtieth year and since he did not think that he would ever be able to 
persuade his father and the rest of the household to abandon the superstition of the idols, at night, 
he secretly set fire to the house with the idols. When these were beginning to be destroyed, his 
brothers realized what was happening and jumped up from their beds, and they tried to extract 
the idols from the fire. 2 Arran engages with particular zeal in the matter and perishes in the fire, 
and his father buries him in Ur, the city of the Chaldeans, and then moves with his complete 
household to Harran in Mesopotamia. 3 Having lived there together with his father for fifteen 
years, one night, Abraham considers predicting the coming time from the movement of the stars. 
For his father had well trained him in all science of this kind. Yet, having thought about every 
aspect of the matter, he comes to the conclusion that all this searching is in vain. For, he thought, 
God could, if He wanted to, change His prior decisions at will. 4 Having renounced all such 
matters out of a complete conviction, Abraham, who had given perfect proof of his piety with 
regard to the divine, hears a voice from God, saying: ‘Leave your country and the house of your 
father.” 1 And Abraham leaves together with his wife, Sarah, and his nephew, Lot, and he moves 
to the portion belonging to his father, Arphaxad, which the Canaanites had occupied and 
renamed Canaan. Abraham was seventy-five years of age at that time. 5 The following is the 
total of years up to Abraham’s migration: the division of the earth took place in the beginning of 
the days of Phalek. From the division of the earth, there are 616 years; from the flood, there are 
1,015 years; from Adam, there are 3,277 years. 6 Having lived in the land of the Canaanites for 
twenty-five years after his departure, Abraham begets Isaac. Before Isaac, Ishmael is born to 
Abraham from Hagar; from Ishmael stems the Ishmaelite tribe (these are the same as the 
Hagarenes, who are also called Saracens). 7 At this time, God lets fire rain over Pentapolis, and 


He destroys all mankind there. He also lays waste all this stretch of land, and the waters of the 
adjacent sea are deprived of all life. 8 Shortly afterwards, Abraham moves from the Oak of 
Mamre to the Well of the Oath and, having set up tents for himself privately and for the members 
of his clan according to their family connections, he then, for the first time, celebrates the Feast 
of Tabernacles for seven days. This festival is still celebrated by Israel through the pitching of 
tents. 


109. Herakleios 


...10 During Herakleios’ reign Muhammad, the leader of the Saracens, appeared. He came from 
Yathrib2, and he, together with many of his people, met with the emperor and asked for a place 
to live, which was given to him. I consider it necessary3 to say something about Muhammad’s 
background. 11 Muhammad stemmed from Ishmael, the son of Abraham. For, Nizaros, the 
descendant of Ishmael, has two sons, Moundaros and Arabias. These had many children, and 
they settled in the Madianitis desert. They also traded with their camels. Being poor and an 
orphan, the already mentioned Muhammad entered the service of a rich woman named Chadiga, 
who was his relative; he was to take care of her camels and to engage in trade. But after a short 
time, he felt greater freedom, and he became intimate with the woman and married her. In that 
way, he received her camels and her wealth as his own. 12 Coming to Palestine, Muhammad 
associated with Jews and Christians, and he sought out their writings.4 The ailment called 
epilepsy befell him and, on realizing this, his wife was very distressed. She grieved over the fact 
that she had been joined to a man who was not only poor but also an epileptic. But he tries to 
comfort her by saying, that ‘I see a vision of an angel called Gabriel, and it is because I cannot 
support that sight that I fall down.’ But she had a friend, a monk, who was exiled there because 
of false beliefs, and she told him everything, including the name of the angel. At this, he 
reassured her and said: ‘He is telling the truth, for this is the angel who is sent to all prophets.’ 
Thus the woman was persuaded by the false father, who belonged to the Kallistratos monastery. 
He had been thrown out of the City because of his heretical beliefs, and he preached to women of 
the same tribe [as Muhammed belonged to] that Muhammad was a prophet. Thus, this heresy 
was generally accepted in the region of Yathrib. 13 Muhammad dogmatically decreed to his 
subjects that whoever kills an enemy or is killed by an enemy will enter paradise. He said that 
paradise was a place of carnal food and of intercourse with women and that the intercourse was 
continuous and the pleasure lasted for a long time, together with other reckless and foolish 
statements. 14 Muhammad left Abu-Bakr as his successor. And, after having been forced into 
skirmishes by the Romans very often, the Arabs won a decisive victory,5 and from that time on, 
they had the better of the Romans... 


114. Justinian, his Son 


Justinian, his son, reigned for sixteen years.6 He sent a message to Abimelech to confirm in 
writing7 what had been agreed during his father’s reign, and he sent orders and removed 12,000 
Mardaites—what foolishness! Thus he curtailed the Roman realm. For from then on and until the 
present day, Romania has suffered terrible evil from the Arabs because of the removal of the 
Mardaites. 2 Justinian also dissolved the peace with the Bulgarians, and he went on an 
expedition to the Western parts of the empire where, in some cases by war, in some by 
persuasion, he won many groups of Slavs over to his side. He then returned. From these Slavs he 
selected 30,000 men and made them into an army, calling them the chosen people.8 He armed 
them and made them his own special force and, trusting to their help, he dissolves out of folly the 
peace between the Romans and the Arabs. And taking the selected, or, rather, this unholy people, 
as well as the other army units, he set off towards Sebastopolis.9 To this city also the Hagarenes 
came, and they protested saying that he should not pervert what had been agreed upon under 
oath, for God will judge and take vengeance. However, the emperor did not listen to this talk of 
peace, and he marshalled the troops for battle. At this, the Hagarenes unfolded the written peace 
document and put it on a spear and rushed against the Romans. And when they clashed, 20,000 
of the Slavs deserted to the Hagarenes, and so the Romans were routed terribly, and an 
immeasurable number of them were slaughtered. The righteous judgement and the victory went 
to the enemy, teaching that, even if you are dealing with an enemy and with non-believers, you 
should never break an oath sworn in the name of God. 3 When the emperor had fled and, in great 
shame and defeat, had arrived at the coast of Leukaton,10 he had the remaining 10,000 Slavs 
killed. And after this the Hagarenes behaved even more audaciously, and they ravaged Romania 
more vehemently, having also the Slav refugees to help them. When the emperor entered the 
City, there was a solar eclipse that made even the stars appear. 


115. Leontios 


Leontios reigned for three years.11 2 During his reign the Arabs went on an expedition and 
occupied Africa.12 On learning this, Leontios sends the patrikios John, who was an able man, 
with the Roman fleet. John routed the enemy and liberated Africa. He then sent a report back to 
the emperor, and he spent the winter there. On learning this, the protosymboulos13 sent a great 
Hagarene force against John and chased him away. John then returned to Romania intending to 
gather a greater force. 3 When, on his journey back to the emperor, John had come as far as 
Crete, the expeditionary force was led astray by their own commanders and made a bad decision. 
They killed John the patrikios and, cursing the emperor, they proclaimed Apsimaros, who was 
droungarios14 of the Kibyrrhaiotai, emperor and renamed him Tiberios. 4 When Leontios was 
cleansing the Neorion harbour,15 bubonic plague hit the City and killed a great host of people. 5 
Apsimaros arrived with the fleet and anchored at Sykai.16 Even though the City did not wish to 
betray Leontios, treason took place, and the gate at the Blachernai was opened. Apsimaros was 


able to apprehend Leontios, and he had his nose slit and exiled him to the Dalmatos 
monastery.17 Also, after beating all Leontios’ friends and confiscating their belongings he sent 
them into exile. 


121. Leo the Isaurian 


...10 Masalmas was waiting for Leo to honour his promises. However, when he did not receive 
anything from Leo and realised that he had been cheated, he moved against the imperial City. 
And he reached Abydos and, having transferred a very large force to the other side,18 he writes 
to Souleiman,19 the protosymboulos, to come with his fleet at once. And in the month of August 
Masalmas laid siege to the City, building a palisade to encompass the land wall, and he inflicted 
severe damage on Thrace. On the first day of September20 Souleiman arrived with ships of great 
size, triremes and dromones, to the number of 1,800. 11 The emperor sent the navy against them 
with its fast ships, and with liquid fire21 he made their numerically superior, fearful ships catch 
fire, so that some of them ran into the sea walls in flames, whereas others sank with all hands, in 
the deep sea, and yet others were driven as far as Oxeia and the other islands, still burning.22 
From this the inhabitants of the City gained confidence, for the enemy had been struck by a 
major catastrophe. 12 The enemy spent the winter close by the City. When spring came, plague 
struck, combined with famine, and destroyed an immeasurable number of them. The survivors 
joined battle with the Bulgarians in Thrace and were for the most part killed. On the fifteenth of 
August23 as they set out from the City with a violent gale blowing, some were killed at 
Proikonnesos24 and at other beaches, while others were lost at sea when a violent hail-storm 
combined with powerful wind hit them and made them all go down. A mere five ships out of the 
1,800 were, against all expectation, saved, and this remnant made the Roman victory and their 
own utter destruction known in their country. 13 On hearing that the Hagarenes were trying to 
destroy the City, Sergios, the strategos of Sicily, crowned one of his own men as emperor (this 
man was called Basil, and his nick-name was Onomagoulos), and he also appointed officials. On 
hearing this, the emperor sent Paul there carrying his orders and accompanied by a fleet. Now, on 
learning that the Saracens had been routed and that Leo reigned, the Sicilians betrayed Basil and 
the other officials to Paul, who had all of them decapitated on the spot as rebels. 1 


125. Nikephoros 


... 6 During Nikephoros’ reign the leader of the Saracens26 went out to Amorion. Nikephoros 
advanced as far as Dorylaion25 and made the following speech to the protosymboulos.27‘Why 
do you take pleasure in injustice and bloodshed, and why are you not content with your own 
country but transgress ancient boundaries, sanctioned by our fathers?28 What divine prophet 
taught you to do this? Did not Muhammed, your prophet, encourage you to consider the 
Christian your brother and call him so? For, surely, God, the Creator of all, Who provides for 
both kinds,29 does not delight in the unjust shedding of human blood?30 May this not happen! 


Or is it because of a lack of silver and gold and the rest that you have marched out to do an 
injustice to those who have done no injustice to you? Yet you have in abundance the most 
beautiful and precious things—things that seem most desirable to us. But, if you are in need of 
anything that we have, we will at once give it to you as an act of friendship. Let us not, like 
immortals31 or godless people, go to war with each other, and let us not out of envy imitate the 
demons’ war with the humans. For we know that in a little while, we will die and come before an 
impartial judge, who will give everyone retribution according to his acts.” The emperor 
Nikephoros sent this message to him together with some gifts, and the Arab was delighted and 
sent very many wondrous gifts in return and so went home in peace in great admiration of 
Nikephoros’ good sense. 


Source: STAFFAN WAHLGREN, The Chronicle of the Logothete, Liverpool University 
Press, 2019, pp. 35-36; 122-123; 139-140; 156-157. 


NOTES 


1. Genesis 12.1. 

2. Le. Medina. 

3. ‘I consider it necessary’ (or: ‘I have come to the conclusion that it is necessary,’ Greek 
avayKaiov Nynodunv): this is reminiscent of the way in which the story of the rise of 
Basil I (Chapter 131, § 8) or the death of evildoers (Chapter 132, § 2) is introduced. 

4. ‘writings’ (Greek tiva ypagtkd): or “matter that he could write about,’ or ‘scriptures,’ 
referring to the Bible. 

5. Or: ‘started to achieve victories.’ If a specific victory of the Arabs is on the author’s 
mind, it could be the battle of Yarmouk in 636. 

6. Justinian II reigned 685-695 and 705--711. Cf. for his first period of reign Theophanes 

(Mango/Scott 1997, pp. 506-515). 

Or: ‘to confirm what had been agreed upon in writing.’ 

Or: ‘most treasured among peoples’ (Aadv meptovotov): this is an echo of Exodus 19.5. 

Some 200 kilometres south of Samsun, present-day Sulusaray. 

10. Leukate in Theophanes, present-day Yelkenkaya Burnu, across the gulf from Yalova (see 
Mango/Scott 1997, p. 511 and 512, n. 3 

11. Leontios reigned 695-698. Cf. for his reign Theophanes (Mango/Scott 1997, pp. 
515-518). 

12. For this expedition see Mango/Scott 1997, pp. 516-517. 

13. Literally: ‘first counsellor,’ either denoting the caliph, or the (Arab) commander-inchief 
(see Mango/Scott 1997, p. 497 and p. 500, n. 1). 

14. This is a military rank, encountered here for the first time in this text. 

15. Cf. above, Chapter 99, § 2. 

16. At Galata across the Golden Horn. 
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This is in the City. 

I.e. to the European side of the Hellespont. Abydos is located on the Asian shore of the 
Hellespont. 

Sulayman b. Muad (see Mango/Scott 1997, p. 541, n. 1). 

This was 1 September 717. 

I.e. Greek fire. 

I.e. to the Princes Islands in the Marmara Sea (Oxeia is present-day Sivriada). 

This was 15 August 718. Since this is the day of the feast in celebration of the 
Assumption of the Virgin, the text may suggest that the Virgin once more protected the 
City from its enemies. 

Or: ‘Prokonesos,’ i.e. Marmara Island. 

This is Muhammed ibn Harun al-Amin, (sixth) Abbasid caliph (reigned 809-813). 

In Anatolia, close to present-day Eskisehir. 

Le. the caliph. 

This speech bears resemblance to that of Romanos I before Symeon the Bulgarian in 924. 
I.e. Christians and Moslems. 

Or: ‘For, surely, God, the Creator and Curator of all things, does not delight in the unjust 
shedding of anyone’s blood?’ 

Le. the ancient gods as depicted in pagan literature. 


